







There is a growing body of literature that suggests peer-reflection activities can help students to 
develop into more active and independent learners. This paper outlines a simple and flexible 
activity which incorporates Nicol and McFarlane's (2006) Seven Principles of Good Feedback 
Practice to help students effectively reflect with their peers after discussions. Through 
developing and using this activity over one academic year, several interesting effects have been 
observed, such as students taking a more active interest in feedback, boosting  the students’ 
self-esteem, as well as providing the instructor with useful insights into the students’ thoughts 
and feelings on various aspects of EDC classes. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The aim of the EDC is to develop confident communicators who can hold fluent and interactive 
discussions in small groups and who value the opinions of others (Hurling 2012). This is done 
through the development of various communication skills and discussion skills or functions 
during the course. One of the most important methods of helping our students to evaluate and 
improve their performance is through feedback after discussions. This feedback can be 
teacher-fronted, but there is much literature that suggests self-assessment and peer-reflection are 
much more effective in developing a sense of ownership, self-efficacy and personal 
responsibility in students (Nicol & McFarlane 2006, Birjandi & Masood 2010, Min 2006). 
Therefore, if learners in the EDC can be encouraged to deeply reflect on their performance in 
discussions with their peers, instructors might be able to help their students develop intrinsic 
motivation and a deeper understanding of how the skills taught in EDC classes can be utilized to 
have better discussions. 
However, if self-/peer-reflection activities are to be effective in EDC classrooms, the 
materials need to be developed in such a way that they encourage the students to provide 
effective feedback to themselves and their peers. Nicol & McFarlane-Dick (2006) outline seven 
principles of good feedback practice which should be considered when designing feedback 
activities. According to these principles, good feedback should: 
 
1. help clarify what good performance is (goals, criteria, expected standards); 
2. facilitate the development of self-assessment (reflection) in learning; 
3. deliver high quality information to students about their learning; 
4. encourage teacher and peer dialogue around learning; 
5. encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem; 
6. provide opportunities to close the gap between current and desired performance; 
7. provide information to teachers that can be used to help shape the teaching. 
(Nicol & McFarlane-Dick 2006, p206) 
 
It was using these principles that the following task was developed and the ways in which 
these principles were incorporated in the activity will be referred to in the following sections. 
This activity has been designed to be used primarily in lessons where new functions are 
presented to not only help students to evaluate their use of the function in their discussions but 
also to help students to gain a deeper understanding of how the functions might be used to 
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improve the quality of their discussions. 
 
TASK AND MATERIALS 
This task is designed to be used in pairs or groups of three. The materials are simply one 
question sheet to be given to each pair or group after Discussion 1. It can also be used after 
Discussion 2 if there is enough time. As the functions differ from class to class, the questions 
used for the activity will also vary slightly from lesson to lesson depending on the function being 
presented. The activity is designed to be completed in around five minutes and each class’ 
activity consists of four questions used to guide the student’s reflections. Below (Ex 1) is an 
example of the peer-reflection questions used in lesson 3 for the Balancing Opinions function.  
 
 
1. What topics did your group talk about in your discussion?  
2. What advantages and disadvantages did your group say for each topic? 
3. Did discussing both sides of the topic help you to have a deeper discussion? 
4. What could you improve in your next discussion? 
Figure 1. Example of a peer-reflection form for Balancing Opinions in lesson 3  
 
Although the questions may differ slightly from class to class, the purpose behind each 
question is consistent. Question 1 is identical in every class. When introducing this activity for 
the first time, I noticed that students often had trouble remembering specific examples from the 
discussions without a warm-up. Therefore the purpose of this question is simply to activate the 
student’s memory of their discussions so that they can more easily discuss the next three 
questions. Question 2 is designed to have students reflect on their group’s performance of the 
function. Rather than focusing just on frequency of use, this question also encourages the 
students to remember specific examples of using the function in their discussions. Question 3 is 
designed to have the students consider how the function might have (or might not have, as the 
case may be) improved the quality of their discussion. This is intended to reinforce the ‘Why’ of 
the function which was highlighted in the function presentation. 
Both questions 2 and 3 incorporate several of Nicol and McFarlane’s principles of good 
feedback practice. Firstly, they help students to clarify what good performance is by considering 
the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the function. Secondly, they provide the instructor with invaluable 
information about the students’ attitudes toward the new functions. Finally, by putting the focus 
on group rather than individual performance, it allows all students to consider examples of good 
performance even if they had not used the function themselves, which it is hoped will encourage 
positive motivational beliefs.  
Finally, question 4 is designed to have the students consider areas that they might improve 
in the next discussion. This does not necessarily have to be connected to the function and is 
intended not only to have the students decide on goals to improve performance in the next 
discussion but, like questions 2 & 3, also provide information to the instructor as to what the 
students consider to be deficiencies in their discussion skills. When designing questions for 
peer-reflection in other classes these factors should be considered. 




This task is designed for 5-7 minutes. The procedure for this task is as follows: 
 
1) After students finish Discussion 1 make a make a short positive comment about their 
discussion and introduce the peer-reflection task. 
 
2) Have the students read out the questions to the class and check understanding. If there are any 
problems with understanding the questions address them by paraphrasing the questions or 
modelling answers. 
 
3) Have the students discuss the questions for a maximum of three minutes. This time can be 
reduced if the students finish discussing the questions within the 3 minutes. 
 
4) Whilst the students are discussing the questions, the instructor should: 
a) walk between the groups monitoring the discussions and providing assistance and additional 
guidance questions if students are struggling. 
b) give praise for any insightful comments that you hear in the students’ reflections and, where 
possible, encourage them to develop their ideas by asking them some follow-up questions. 
c) take the chance to give focused feedback if there are particular issues with individual students. 
d) Take notes for a post-reflection summary. 
 
5) After time is up, the instructor should lead a summary of the reflections, highlighting the 
salient points from the students' discussions and listing up to three focus points for the next 
discussion on the board. This can be done entirely by the teacher or can be elicited from the 
students, depending on the level of the class and time constraints. If there are any major issues 
that did not come up in the reflections, the instructor can cover these issues at this point. 
However, this should be kept to a minimum in order not to override the ideas that came out of 
the students’ own reflections. 
 
6) In preparation activities for Discussion 2, and just before Discussion 2 itself, students should 
be encouraged to focus on the feedback points highlighted in the reflection session.  
 




The questions in Ex1 and procedure outlined above are typical for an average class. However, 
this activity can be easily adapted to suit both higher and lower level classes.  
For higher level groups, where performance of the functions is less of an issue, you might 
want the reflections to have a strong formative focus by asking more open questions, such as 
simply "What were the strengths and weaknesses of your discussion?" This not only gives the 
students more freedom to discuss issues they personally feel most important in their reflections 
but can also provide the instructor with interesting insights into the students' thinking that might 
not be revealed in a more structured reflection. 
Conversely, for lower level classes, you might provide model answers or an example 
dialogue that the students can follow to help structure their reflections. In addition, you might 
remove the more complex formative questions from the question card and simply have the 
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students focus on performance by remembering examples from their discussions. On a related 
note, research indicates that a period of learner training is useful when introducing reflection 
activities (Birjandi & Masood 2010, Min 2006), so this approach might be beneficial to all 
classes at first. Then more complexity can be added as the students become more comfortable 
reflecting with their peers.  
Therefore, we can see that this activity is highly flexible and allows instructors to focus 
on the areas that they feel important for individual classes. However, when adapting this activity, 
two important factors should be considered. Firstly, how much the students can be expected to 
discuss within the time constraints of the class. Secondly, do the adapted questions still adhere to 
Nicol & McFarlane's (2006) Principles of Good Feedback Practice. 
  
DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this activity was to design a reflection exercise that conforms to Nicol & 
McFarlane's (2006) Principles of Good Feedback Practice, with the aim that this form of 
learner-centered feedback would lead to a sense of self-efficacy and personal responsibility in 
the students. It was also hoped that this would in turn develop intrinsic motivation and a deeper 
understanding of how the skills taught in EDC classes can be utilized to have better discussions. 
With regard to creating an activity that conforms to Nicol & McFarlane's Principles of 
Good Feedback Practice, the activity is quite successful. By its very nature, the activity 
facilitates the development of self-assessment in learning and encourages teacher and peer 
dialogue around learning, which aim to encourage positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem. 
It also provides information to instructors that can be used to help shape teaching. In addition, 
through discussing the questions with their peers in tandem with a teacher-led summarization of 
their reflections, this helps to clarify what good performance is by delivering high quality 
information to students about their learning, and also provides opportunities to close the gap 
between current and desired performance. 
However, regarding the effectiveness of the activity in developing a sense of self-efficacy, 
personal responsibility and a deeper understanding of the functions, I have observed that 
performance of the activity varies between classes, but not necessarily between levels. Some 
higher level classes have struggled to share their thoughts with their peers. On the other hand, 
some lower level classes are able to enthusiastically reflect with their peers by utilizing the 
limited language resources at their disposal. Based on these observations, it seems that group 
dynamics and willingness to communicate have more impact on the effectiveness of the peer 
reflections than linguistic ability and vocabulary knowledge. 
Having said that, I have been able to successfully use this activity in the vast majority of 
my classes and I have observed several interesting impacts on my students. Firstly, when using 
purely teacher-fronted feedback, I often noticed that some students seemed disinterested or 
sometimes struggled to understand what I was saying, but this activity requires the students to 
take an active role in feedback and I can focus on helping individual students deal with problems 
in their reflections.  
Secondly, praise from peers sometimes seems to have more impact than from the teacher. 
Despite the fact that I personally praise the students for expressing good ideas, using the 
functions, and contributing well to the discussions, I have found that many are highly critical of 
their own performance and seem to have trouble accepting my praise as sincere. However, when 
I hear students praising each other’s ideas, I often notice that students are surprised and 
sometimes elated that their peers found their ideas interesting. As a result, I have observed that 
this can boost self-esteem, particularly in the case of quieter, more nervous students and can also 
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lead to more active performance in subsequent discussions.  
Finally, after listening to the students discussing the functions with their peers, I have 
found that I can gain insights into problems that individual classes are having, which allows me 
to structure teacher-fronted feedback more effectively in the summarization phase. In addition, 
through listening to the students’ reflections over the course of the week, I can gain insights into 
common difficulties that students seem to face when dealing with new functions which helps me 
to improve my function presentation, as well as helping me to better empathize with my students. 
Therefore, this activity has not only had benefits for the students but also my own development 
as an instructor. 
 
CONCLUSION 
There is an increasing body of research which indicates that by having a greater involvement in 
the feedback process, learners can become more active and take more responsibility over their 
learning. Through utilizing Nicol & McFarlane's (2006) Seven Principles of Good Feedback 
Practice, I was able to construct a simple and flexible activity to effectively guide my students' 
reflections after discussions. Since using this activity, I have been able to observe several effects 
with my students, such as a greater interest in the feedback process and a boost to self-esteem in 
nervous students, as well as providing me with useful insights into my students' thoughts and 
feelings that have helped me to develop as an instructor. However, at this stage these are only 
observations and I would be interested into doing a more rigorous study into the impact of 
peer-reflection activities in EDC classes.  
 
REFERENCES 
Birjandi, P., Masood, S. (2010). Self-assessment and peer-assessment: A comparative study of 
their effect on writing performance and rating accuracy, IJAL, 13(1), 23-45. 
Hurling, S. (2012). Introduction to EDC. In T. Doe, S. Hurling, M. Livingston, T. Moroi (Eds.), 
New directions in teaching and learning English discussion. Volume 1. Tokyo: EDC. 
Min, H. (2006). The Effects of Trained Peer Review on EFL Students’ Revision Types and 
Writing Quality. Journal of Second Language Writing, 15, 118-141. 
Nicol, D. J. & McFarlane-Dick, D. (2006). Formative assessment and self-regulated learning: A 
model and seven principles of good feedback practice. Studies in Higher Education, Vol 
31(2), 199-218 
 
